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Assessment by portfolio facilitates students’ control over their learning and provides a 
coherent framework within which to encourage students to engage in aspects of 
professional practice. The strategy requires careful design to ensure that students 
understand the criteria by which they will be assessed and to encourage them to target 
higher level learning outcomes. In this paper we explore the implementation of 
assessment by portfolio in the Queensland University of Technology’s Graduate Diploma 
of Information Studies. We discuss the role of the portfolio in the ‘Professional Practice 
Unit’, assessment design, and students’ experience of portfolio assessment. The second 
part of the paper involves reporting an exploration of the qualitatively different ways in 
which students approach the portfolio experience and their reactions to portfolio based 
assessment. We conclude with a discussion of strategies for helping students engage with 
portfolios. 
 
 
Introduction 
 
‘Assessment by Portfolio’ is an assessment practice where students, knowing the 
criteria by which learning is to be assessed, select and present evidence of their own 
learning (Biggs and Tang, 1997). Use of portfolios in courses is generally likely to be 
favoured by educators who foster a constructivist approach to learning (Biggs 1996). 
They are used in art education (Castoglione 1996), environmental education (Fien and 
Rawling 1996), teacher education (Wade and Yarborough 1996), and the health 
professions (Jensen and Saylor 1994) amongst others. Educators may also require 
students to prepare portfolios in recognition of the important role they are playing in 
professional associations (Bruce 1998) 
 
In this paper we examine the implementation of assessment by portfolio in a unit titled 
‘Professional Practice’ for Graduate Diploma Library and Information Studies students 
(GDLIS) at Queensland University of Technology (QUT). This unit is an evolution of 
an earlier one in which reflective diaries were a component of the assessment. We show 
how portfolio assessment contributes to an effective higher education experience in a 
professional course, explore ways of structuring the assigned work to facilitate higher 
order learning outcomes, and analyse students’ experience of creating the portfolios. 
 
 
The role of the portfolio in a professional practice unit   
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Sixty or more students usually complete the subject unit, ITP330 Professional Practice, 
each year in the final semester of their Graduate Diploma.  The unit, (see Figure One), 
incorporates keeping diaries in association with a fieldwork component, and engaging 
in peer-review as part of a seminar-series, which together with the portfolio experience, 
are designed to encourage ‘reflective practice’ (Schon 1983, 1987).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure One: Elements of Reflective Practice Contributing to ITP330. 
 
We have identified six reasons for using assessment by portfolio, all of which are 
important features of the unit: 
 
1) To enable learners to experience the compilation of a portfolio 
2) To provide a coherent framework within which students can engage in important 
elements of beginning professional practice 
3) To facilitate student control over their own learning and achievements in 
professional practice 
4) To provide a context within which students can continue to learn to critically 
assess their own learning; 
5) Compatibility, as an assessment form, with other features of the subject which 
promote reflective practice; ie the field-work diaries, colloquium contributions 
on professional issues and peer review; 
6) Enabling students to aim for a desired level achievement reflected by specified 
criteria and associated grades. 
 
‘[Reflection]... reveal(s) to us aspects of our experience that might have remained hidden 
had we not taken time to consider...  Past experiences are considered in the light of new 
information. Reflection allows us to draw conclusions about our past experience and 
develop new insights that we can apply to our future activities.’ (Wade 1996: 64) 
  
Portfolios in this professional practice subject are supposed to be a compilation of 
evidence of experience, achievement, and proposed professional development. They are 
also supposed to be ‘reflective portfolios’. When used to facilitate reflection portfolios 
become a tool, not only for showcasing, but also for reflecting upon and developing 
professional practice. Creating a ‘Beginning professional portfolio’ as part of their 
coursework is intended to give graduating Library Studies students at QUT, a tool 
which helps them to bridge the gap between being a student and being a practitioner.  
 
Creating a portfolio thus converges, in this subject, two major goals of contemporary 
higher education: learning for entering the workplace and achieving the higher order 
learning outcomes associated with critical and reflective thinking (Barnett, 1990). The 
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reflective character of the portfolios operates at a number of levels: in the selection of 
evidence of learning; in the development of current awareness and professional 
development strategies; in ‘reflective writing’, and in the preparation of a statement of 
self-assessment 
 
In developing a reflective component to their portfolios students are encouraged to 
consider focussing on their personal experience and thinking about: 
• Reactions to current issues; 
• Changing responses to/understanding of the profession; 
• Changing interpretations of coursework; 
• Personal future directions. 
 
Reflection may be on anything, such as developing skills or on aspects of the profession 
that we are coming to see differently or would like to change. Elements of planning and 
evaluation of professional development would naturally find a place in a reflective 
portfolio. 
 
Students are encouraged to develop their reflections in reaction to the professional 
literature, and many do.  However, it is gratifying to see that many have been stimulated 
by events occurring during their field work, the contents of seminars conducted by other 
students during the semester, by matters such as ‘the personalities of librarians’ and the 
various kinds of library and information organisations that exist. One student wrote that 
reflections were ‘an excellent opportunity to vent frustrations and record thoughts and 
ideas’. 
 
As students progress through their final semester of studies the portfolio assists by: 
 
• Empowering them, facilitating reflection on learning outcomes and facilitating 
reflection on personal achievement and future plans. 
• Facilitating communication with employers, clarifying students thought processes 
for teachers and developing student-teacher collaboration. 
• Conveying the importance of professional development, encouraging the design of 
strategies for professional development and introducing a professional development 
tool of ongoing value. 
 
We have also found the need to provide students with more specific guidance at times: 
 
• The weekly colloquium discussion, while focussed on specific professional issues, 
often touched upon areas worthy of consideration for portfolios. This needs to be 
emphasised for students 
• A reading list can stimulate colloquium discussion and be tailored to kindle 
reflection 
• Encouragement to use information products such as user guides produced during 
work experience as portfolio inclusions. 
 
The assessment design 
 
We believe that appropriate design of the ‘portfolio’ assessment is crucial. Biggs (1996, 
p. 349) refers to the importance of actualising the principles of ‘constructivism’ in a 
non-prescriptive way. And Boud and Walker (1998) argue for the flexible deployment 
and contextualisation of reflective strategies. Over the last three years of implementing 
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portfolio assessment we have confirmed a number of observations about assessment 
design that have appeared in the literature. In particular, the need to establish 
assessment criteria, and to give students freedom in selecting what evidence they would 
supply to establish they had met that criteria.).   
 
The highly personal nature of portfolios makes them difficult to assess.  Educators 
sometimes respond to this by listing large numbers of items which must be included, a 
procedure which denies students the opportunity to construct and display their own 
beginning professional persona (Simmons 1996, p.71). Our first attempt at portfolio 
assessment, supplied students with a list of the kinds of elements that should be included 
in their portfolio in order to achieve certain grades. Some of these elements included 
curriculum vitae, current awareness and professional development plans, 
representations of learning achieved during the course and reflections on any issues or 
concerns of interest to them.  
 
Student’s slavish adherence to the ‘suggested items’ for inclusion led, in 1997, to 
changes in the direction of making the assessment criteria more explicit, and merely 
suggesting a small number of examples to demonstrate possibilities. For the 1998 cohort 
the qualitatively different levels of achievement were described as follows. [In 1997 the 
criteria were similar, except that the differences in criteria associated with a grade of 5 
and 6 were not well delineated]. These criteria are intended to be ‘inclusive’. To achieve 
a grade of ‘7’ the student would have to demonstrate achievement at all levels. 
 
• For a target grade of ‘4’, the portfolios should demonstrate satisfactory 
completion of a series of five compulsory items: 1) a CV, 2) statement of career 
goals and objectives, 3) a current awareness strategy, 4) a personal professional 
development program for the next two years, and 5) personal achievements to date 
that are relevant to the profession. 
• For a target grade of ‘5’, include material that demonstrates personal initiative in 
learning. Examples of work that could be included here are reflections, a personal 
web-page etc 
• For a target grade of ‘6’, include material that demonstrates participation in the 
life of the profession. Eg. attendance at ALIA seminars 
• For a target grade of ‘7’, include material that demonstrates contribution to the 
life of the profession. Eg, evidence of contribution to Queensland Library 
Promotion Council or ALIA sections, preparation of copy for QUILL etc. 
 
Higher grades are allocated to professional participation and contribution because of the 
subjects’ focus on professional practice. The intention is to get participating students 
beyond the walls of academia and into the ‘real-world’ life of the profession. 
 
In this subject we have combined the criteria-based approach to assessment by portfolio 
(Biggs 1996, p.360) with self-assessment. [Jarvinen and Kohonen (1995) note that ‘Self 
assessment is an important tool for professional development’] We have found that the 
mix of self-assessment and criteria-based assessment works well. Students are required 
to justify the grade, which they believe they merit and this gives them a sense of 
complete ownership of their portfolio. Overall we believe that the target criteria 
represent an appropriate actualisation of our some part of our espoused learning theory 
because they create a framework, or scaffold, within which individuals can flexibly 
prepare themselves for entry into their profession. 
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We have also attempted, with mixed success, to align our assessment criteria with the 
SOLO taxonomy (Biggs and Collis 1982). The assessment criteria shown above are 
meant to be linked with various levels of the taxonomy. Typically a portfolio includes 
evidence from more than one level of performance; the final grade represents the 
highest level achieved. For example, demonstrating ‘participation in the life of the 
profession’ could be considered relational, demonstrating ‘contribution to the 
profession’ could be considered extended abstract; a compilation of achievements 
during the course of study would be uni-structural.   
 
In our most recent experience of teaching this unit, however, we have observed that 
demonstration of higher order learning seems to be better demonstrated through 
reflection than through simply supplying evidence of participation in or contribution to 
the profession. For example, a student may submit a webpage designed for the 
Queensland Library Promotion Council, or a letter to the editor of InCite, the Australian 
Library and Information Association’s monthly newsletter. While this very adequately 
demonstrates that they have met the assessment criteria, the evidence submitted does 
not communicate what the student has learned from engaging in the experience; that is, 
have they better understood, or changed their thinking about some aspect of themselves 
or the profession? 
 
This has led us to question whether the target grade given for the reflective criterion 
should be increased at the expense of the participatory material that is presently rated 
more highly.  We believe that reflections of this kind both help students to authenticate 
their field experience as well as making them more aware of what they have learned. It 
appears, however, that such a change would destroy the attempt to match the criterion 
for associated grades against the SOLO taxonomy. One possible solution to this 
problem is to request that students targeting the higher grades (of 6 and 7), should 
accompany their ‘evidence’ of professional participation and contribution with 
reflections about their experiences and associated learning. 
 
 
Exploring students’ approaches to the portfolio experience 
 
By far the majority of students enrolling in the Graduate Diploma Library Studies tend 
to females with gradually increasing numbers coming from overseas. All the students 
have completed at least one Bachelor’s degree; every year some students enter the 
course who have completed higher degrees, which may include research masters or 
doctoral studies.  Whilst a large proportion of the cohort have graduated from Arts 
courses, students from other backgrounds such as law, engineering, education, business, 
also enter. Relatively small numbers of students have a first language other than 
English. Students completing the Professional Practice unit towards the end of their 
course, may be enrolled either full time or part time; part-time students are often 
working in a library or information agency. 
 
In the second semester of 1997, we asked students completing the Professional Practice 
Unit to provide feedback about how they were interpreting the portfolio assignment. 
The survey objectives were: 
 
1) To elicit variation in students’ experience of/approach to assessment by portfolio; 
2)  To elicit students’ reactions to assessment by portfolio; 
3) To identify any barriers to students in preparing portfolio; 
4) To identify any strategies which facilitate the use of portfolio based assessment; 
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5) To identify any changes in students’ understanding over the course of the semester. 
 
Students were invited to complete an initial survey in the third week of semester 
comprised of the following introduction and questions: 
 
Please answer the following questions to help me understand how you are experiencing the 
‘assessment by portfolio’ in ITP330 Professional Practice. 
 
The following explains what I think is required of me for the portfolio assessment: [How are you 
interpreting the assignment? How do you intend to approach it? What do you think the assignment is 
asking you to do?] 
 
The following describes my present reaction to the idea of portfolio assessment in this subject: 
 
Some of the things that have helped me understand what I need to do are: 
Some of the things I am confused about are: 
 
A single A4, blue page was distributed to all students with four questions typed across 
the whole page, with ample space in between each question for responding. Students 
were invited to continue to respond to the first question over the page if they wished.  
Forty-one students altogether, 17/20 part-time students, and 28/40 full time students 
responded to the survey. In 1997, the portfolio contributed to 60% of the overall grade 
for the unit.  
 
We surveyed students a second time towards the end of the semester in both 1997 and 
1998. Students returned this survey either in the last week of the semester or with their 
portfolio when it was submitted. In 1997 nine full-time and six part-time students 
responded to this survey. In 1998 seventeen responses were obtained. This second 
survey included the following introduction and questions: 
 
Earlier this semester I asked you some questions about your reaction to the Professional Portfolio you 
are working on for professional practice. So that I get a complete picture of your portfolio experience I 
would be very grateful if you would respond to the following questions: 
 
Describe how you have approached putting together your portfolio [How did you decide what material to 
include? Have you done any work especially for the portfolio? How did you determine what to do?] 
 
What would you now consider to be the benefits of compiling a portfolio? 
 
What, for you, were the problems associated with compiling the portfolio? 
 
What are your views about the portfolio as an assessment strategy? Teaching learning activity? If these 
have changed over the semester please explain… 
 
 
The data provided has allowed us to explore and uncover 1) students’ varying 
approaches to the portfolio experience 2) students’ reactions to the portfolio, both 
initially and towards the end of the semester, and 3) problems associated with the 
portfolio and possible strategies for overcoming these. 
 
 
How do students approach the portfolio experience? 
 
Responses to the first question in each survey were used to explore variation in their 
approach to the portfolio experience. Students’ responses to the survey questions 
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suggest that the emphasis they give to different aspects of the portfolio experience may 
be characterised in one of four different ways. We have labelled these approaches 
simply as APPROACH A, APPROACH B, and APPROACH C, APPROACH D. 
 
APPROACH A is an assessment oriented approach, and involve focussing on 
completing the assessment task. Students adopting this approach claim to be looking at 
the task required and going through the lists of what is suggested and compiling the 
required evidence.  They may have neglected to develop useful and interesting material 
because they were focussing on the academic task, rather than using it as a vehicle for 
employment preparation or professional development. The portfolio, for these students 
is seen primarily as an item to be submitted for assessment: 
 
“ I intend to spend one day a week on my portfolio. I have written a timeline to plan when I wish 
to accomplish specific tasks.”  (Survey One) 
 
“ Gives us an opportunity to submit work at various levels  - minimum, participation and 
contribution. Basically using the assignment sheet as a guideline as to what to do.” (Survey One) 
 
“ A element of perfectionism has meant that my portfolio was not as representative of my 
abilities as it could have been…I should have included a summary of achievements that illustrate 
qualities…that are required for success in my chosen career.” (Survey Two) 
 
 
APPROACH B is an employment oriented approach. Students adopting this approach 
are focussing on the value of the portfolio in preparing themselves for interviews and 
employment. The portfolio, for them, is seen as a tool in the job search process. In this, 
and subsequent, approaches the assessment becomes subservient to personal interests. 
 
“A valuable asset to help one prepare for employment opportunities” (Survey One) 
 
“Analyse my current position as is relevant to finding a job – ie facts about myself strengths, 
history and most importantly goals that have a bearing on gaining a professional position.” 
(Survey One) 
 
APPROACH C is a reflective approach. Students adopting this approach are focussing 
on their own development and understanding. The portfolio, for them, becomes 
primarily a tool for facilitating reflection. 
 
“ …useful in crystallising my own thoughts and in reviewing how much I have achieved in the 
last year. I originally thought it would be useful for job-seeking, but my emphasis has changed 
to its value in aiding reflection” (Survey Two) 
 
 
APPROACH D is a combination of the pragmatic and the reflective. Students 
adopting this approach seem to successfully focus on both preparation for employment 
and personal development simultaneously. The portfolio is effectively a tool for both 
job-searching and reflection: 
 
“As I began the self-assessment process which underlies the compilation of the portfolio, the 
value of the exercise became more obvious. Without the portfolio, a ‘picture of my professional 
self’ and a ‘clear statement of my professional goals’ are things most of us would have allowed 
to drift… These things should be clear in a student’s mind long before an interview is offered. 
The portfolio ensures that this is the case.” (Survey Two) 
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“ I will try to keep up with weekly writings. The assignment is asking us to think in depth about 
the direction of our professional life will follow. It will make us prepared at the end of the year 
to commence job searching.” (Survey One) 
 
 
Towards a hierarchy of experience? 
 
The four approaches to the use of portfolio assessment in professional practice here 
identified, suggest that there are at least three distinct levels which students can 
approach the task.  The first level, and the most simplistic is captured in the first 
approach where students are interested only in completing the academic task as set. At 
the second level students are bringing one of two personal interests to the experience, 
focussing either on the job-search aspect or the reflective component. At the third level 
students are combining both of these foci effectively. These levels may be set out as 
follows: 
 
1) Level one: Approach A 
2) Level two: Approach B or Approach C 
3) Level three: Approach D [Approach B and Approach C] 
 
Underlying each approach appears to be a particular conception of the portfolio itself. In 
Approach A the portfolio is conceived simply as an assessment item to be submitted. In 
subsequent approaches it is conceived as a tool for the individual creating it. 
 
How did students’ react to the portfolio experience? 
 
Students’ experience of portfolio assessment was highly variable. Of forty-five students 
who responded to the question about their reactions in the first survey, some reported 
elements of anxiety and confusion, similar to that reported by Biggs and Tang (1997) 
and Wade and Yarborough (1996).  The following comments from students, made in the 
third week of semester, establish their early anxiety: 
 
“Initial confusion…” (PT) 
“FEAR. But glimmerings that this could ultimately  be a wonderful aid in my professional 
development and achievement of career goals” (PT) 
“An overwhelming feeling of not knowing when and where to begin” (PT) 
“I am a bit confused and overwhelmed. I understand the big picture but not sure how best to 
achieve it” (FT) 
“Standing in front of many boxes and not knowing which one to open” (FT) 
“Right now I am uncertain and a little pessimistic about whether I can succeed in producing a 
portfolio of the standard I would like”  (FT) 
 
Overall, students reacted positively both to the substance of the portfolio and 
assessment format, at both the start and the end of the semester. The practical nature of 
the task, and its relevance to job-seeking were noted, with some students expecting to 
gain enjoyment from the process: 
 
“ I think it sounds like an enjoyable project, although it does seem to be a time-consuming 
assignment” (FT/Survey One) 
“….could even be fun!” (FT/Survey One) 
“Quite practical and gives freedom for individual expression. Also provides motivation to do a 
good job” (FT/Survey One) 
“Fine! I think it is a good idea. A chance to put together our ideas and encourage us to get 
involved in the library discipline” (FT/Survey One) 
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“Excellent idea. One I had given absolutely no thought to previously. Allows our portfolio to be 
critically analysed before being exposed to the real world” (PT/Survey One) 
 
The assessment format elicited a mainly positive response, with students reacting 
differently to the criteria stated. Making explicit the criteria associated with various 
grades allowed students to clearly identify the level at which they aimed to achieve: 
 
“I think it is a very interesting concept of assessment- the breakup of grades indicates the basic 
requirements and it has encouraged me to aim higher” 
“It is a new type of assignment for me where I will be completely responsible for my grade” 
“ I can do it but I’m not going to aim for a seven…” 
 
Students responding to the second survey, towards the end of the semester were even 
more emphatic in their enthusiasm: 
 
“Excellent. The most relevant piece of assessment at this time in our career” (FT) 
“I like the idea! I think it was practical and certain parts can be carried over after the course is 
finished” (FT) 
“As an assessment strategy it is good, excellent learning activity” (FT) 
“I strongly agree with the overall intention and assessment of the portfolio” (PT) 
“I think it is extremely useful and will definitely help me get a job” (PT) 
 
Positive reactions were not universal. A couple of students were uncertain about the 
assessment format, one or two remained unconvinced about some of the requirements: 
 
“I think it is unusual to assess this sort of assignment because it is such a personal thing – can it 
be judged right or wrong? However I suppose the target grades answer this question” (PT) 
“ I feel elements of the portfolio would be automatic if one is serious about gaining 
employment… I feel this block of 60% would have been better allocated to electives such as 
specialist areas” 
“…I’m not sure about its effectiveness as a testing/assessment instrument. Evaluation of the 
portfolio seems quantitative rather than qualitative. (PT/Survey Two) 
“…the weekly reflections were useless in my opinion” 
 
 
Overcoming difficulties experienced by learners 
 
As students’ initial reactions show, creating a portfolio is not a task free from anxiety, 
confusion and uncertainty. Some uncertainty about the assessment format and varying 
approaches to the portfolio experience may be indicative of the difficulties students 
were having in conceptualising this ‘novel’ approach to assessment. It is particularly 
important, therefore, to follow Wade and Yarborough’s (1996) advice and help students 
understand the intention behind the portfolio. 
 
Where portfolios are used in teaching and learning, Clarke (1995) suggests the 
following:  
 
• focussing attention on students initial understanding of the process and its purpose; 
• encouraging student ownership and individual expression; 
• providing some structured aspects to balance the open-ended nature of portfolios; 
and 
• evaluating portfolio process and students’ responses. 
 
Every year students in our course need to be helped to understand that they are free to 
determine the contents of their portfolios; and that their arguments for why they believe 
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they have demonstrated the achievement of certain criteria will be respected. Simple 
indications that they are free to determine what may or may not meet the criteria are not 
sufficient.  Helping them to understand these things seems akin to creating what Boud 
and Walker (1998, p.202) describe as creating a micro-context for the subject. In the 
early weeks of semester the following strategies have been used to help students: 
 
 A group discussion exercise where students are asked to imagine that they have 
been invited to participate in a job interview to which they will be taking their 
portfolio. What sorts of materials would they like to take with them? Conversely 
they are asked to imagine that they are sitting on an interview panel, what materials 
would they hope to see in the portfolio of a new graduate? 
 Past students have been asked to visit the class to share their experience of creating 
the portfolio and its ongoing value. 
 Ideas about how to engage in reflection are suggested. These have included a 
collage of ‘words’ which may trigger reflection; and a series of prompts to use as 
aids to thinking about seminars attended. 
 Discussion about how to extract evidence of beginning professional competence 
from previously completed coursework. This is a process that students find 
particularly difficult. They need explicit help with looking at assignments they have 
completed, recognising evidence of new capabilities and determining ways of 
displaying this. The portfolio compiler needs to be able to identify significant 
evidence, quality evidence, and be able to share their portfolio and respond to peer 
feedback. A certain amount of critical thinking needs to be applied to be able to 
differentiate between the important and the unimportant. 
 
In essence, interest in reflection is usually marked by an implicit belief that 
“…knowledge is personally constructed, socially mediated and inherently situated” 
(Clarke 1995, p.243). Students need to come to value the reflective process in order to 
derive benefits from the portfolio experience. 
 
For the future 
 
We have discovered that the portfolio experience in the professional practice context is 
perceived positively if students have successfully represented themselves for job-
seeking purposes and if they have come to value the process of reflection. While 
engaging in portfolio compilation prompts reflection in some students (Wade and 
Yarborough 1996, p.63) strategies need to be put in place to encourage this more 
widely. Insights gained from our explorations of the portfolio experience to date will 
allow us to share, in subsequent semesters, the different approaches adopted with new 
participants in the subject. We will be in a position to explore strategies for fostering the 
higher order approaches; and to explore whether differences in approach are mirrored 
by students target grades. 
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